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Abstract: WhatsApp is the number one smartphone application in Malaysia. With
its enormous user base, WhatsApp is a platform with considerable potential for viral
marketing, which is a form of electronic word-of-mouth. Past literature indicates
that the success of viral marketing greatly depends on a user’s decision to forward
viral content, with the user’s intention being the key factor leading up to it. Although
different models have been proposed in electronic word-of-mouth viral marketing
behaviour, these platforms do not work entirely the same way as WhatsApp, which
is a mobile instant messaging application. In addition, the factors affecting the
user’s participation in viral marketing, as suggested by past literature, have been
rather scattered and lack a consolidated view. To date, no study has been
undertaken to specifically examine the behaviour of Malaysian WhatsApp users and
its implications in terms of viral marketing. Therefore, there is a need to focus on
the forwarding mechanism of WhatsApp messages in the Malaysian context and to
identify the factors that influence users’ intention to forward WhatsApp messages
(BI). This research suggests a model of consumer intention to forward WhatsApp
messages, and looks at the perceived message value (which comprises the perceived
entertainment value (PEV) and perceived usefulness (PU) of the message),
perceived ease (PEOU) of forwarding the message, and users’ attitude. The results
of the analysis suggest that the PEV, PU, and PEOU contribute to the positive
consumers’ attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp messages; while users’ attitude
mediates the relationship between these factors and BI. The study results show that
there are factors that may be manipulated by marketers to create a “viral” wave
for their marketing message, which may enhance the impact of the marketing
message at relatively low cost. Users’ attitude is found to be one of the factors that
affects this mechanism, and one of the key factors leading to it is the perception
concerning a WhatsApp message, with purposive and entertaining messages being
preferred by Malaysian users. The findings of this study are useful for marketers
and advertising agencies in developing a WhatsApp viral marketing strategy that
may influence users to hit the “forward” button, thus creating a successful viral
marketing campaign.
Keywords: Digital Marketing, WhatsApp Marketing, Viral Marketing, Consumer
Behaviour

1. Introduction
As human civilization moves rapidly towards a culture of dependency on electronic devices,
communication has been made easy with the creation of mobile phones, and it is undeniable that we are
living in a “smartphone era” in which mobile phones, especially smartphones, are an inseparable part
of our daily lives. According to the GlobalWebIndex, Malaysia had the highest WhatsApp usage in the
world in 2014 (GlobalWebIndex, 2014).Currently, Malaysia has 80% smartphone penetration rate, and
47% of Malaysians access websites from their mobile phones instead of fixed-line devices (MDA,
2016).
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The rising popularity of smartphones brought forth the existence of instant messaging (MIM)
applications. Recent studies have revealed that 61% of Internet users in the Asia-Pacific region are
active MIM applications users, with a 12% increase in global active users within the last year alone
(TNS, 2015). Defined as platforms that allow users to send free real-time text messages (Church &
Oliveira, 2013), MIM brings convenience to users and is widely adopted by young people (Deng, Lu,
Deng, & Zhang, 2010). Some examples of MIM applications are WhatsApp, Line, Telegram, Viber and
WeChat.
WhatsApp is by far the most popular MIM application in the world, with more than 900 million users
and 1 million new registered users every day ("Most popular global mobile messenger apps as of August
2015, based on number of monthly active users (in millions)," 2015; Olson, 2014; Rao, 2015). As
Malaysia’s top smartphone application, about 64.8% of Malaysians actively use WhatsApp; in addition,
it triumphs over Facebook and other MIM applications, and is able to attract 81% of total mobile Internet
users (MCMC, 2015; MDA, 2016; Nielsen, 2015; Tsang, Ho, & Liang, 2004).
The popularity of MIM applications, especially in the case of WhatsApp, makes it an excellent platform
for viral marketing strategies, as it allows messages to spread quickly from one user to another (Baron
& Kenny, 1986). MIM applications are expected to contain “genuinely relevant” information, and,
hence, every user can be a sender of a company’s message, and, thus, knowingly or unknowingly,
participate in viral marketing (TNS, 2015).
As a byword for digital word-of-mouth marketing that employs an Internet-related platform as the
medium, viral marketing targets “infect” users with an advertising message, which is then passed on
from one user to another, thus creating a wave of exponential growth and a “viral” phenomenon
(Pousttchi & Wiedemann, 2007; Ralph F. Wilson, 2012). Past studies have suggested that each person
is expected to have 8 to 12 persons in their close network, with whom information is likely to be shared
(Watts, Peretti, & Frumin, 2007; Ralph F Wilson, 2000). As a subset of digital marketing, the principle
of viral marketing is to exploit the network value of consumers, by leveraging on their existing
connection and network to share products or services information in order to achieve greater audience
reach, while keeping the advertising expenditure low (Kalpaklioglu & Toros, 2011; Richardson &
Domingos, 2002; Ralph F. Wilson, 2012).

1.1. The Evolution of Viral Marketing
Starting with the classic example of Hotmail, viral marketing strategies began to attract marketers’
attention by their impressive impact. In the early millennium, Hotmail saw an exponential growth in its
users from zero to 12 million within 18 months, with 270 000 new users every day (Bronson, 1998;
Jurvetson, 2000; Ralph F. Wilson, 2012). This was a substantial figure in the pre-smartphone era,
especially so when this growth put Hotmail ahead of any other media company, for example, CNN.
However, behind such glory, the tactic Hotmail used was simple. Hotmail gave away free email
addresses and attached a tagline about their free services with every email sent out by users to their
connections. These emails reached the recipients, who saw the advertisement in the email and then
decided to register for the free email address themselves. These new users went on to propel Hotmail’s
advertisement to their own circle of connections with every mail they sent online. In the end, a viral
phenomenon was created, as users decided to forward the advertisement to their connections and their
connections did the same to their secondary connections, and so the list went on.
Such a “viral” phenomenon does not just happen by chance. In the case of Hotmail, it is not hard to
understand that users played a crucial role in making or breaking the viral marketing strategy. Therefore,
while marketers and advertising firms are able to create a marketing message, it is still down to each
individual to decide whether or not to spread the word to their contacts. In fact, viral marketing strategies
rely heavily on the decisions of users to pass on a message, thereby creating a wave of exponential
growth in terms of message exposure and influence (Leskovec et al., 2008).
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1.2. Benefits of Viral Marketing
Viral marketing strategies are capable of providing a significant quantity of recipients and increasing
the impact of the marketing strategy at a relatively low cost. Richardson and Domingos (2002) pointed
out the notable superior performance of viral marketing over conventional marketing in terms of profit
gained and cost effectiveness; two of the key considerations when making managerial decisions in a
marketing campaign. By engaging consumers in the market to promote a product, viral marketing
leverages on consumers’ network value to execute the advertising activities on behalf of the marketing
team and advertising firms. As such, in a viral marketing campaign, the ultimate goal is to generate a
high quantity of referrals that choose to pass on the message. Therefore, the mechanism for forwarding
messages is identified as the mechanism responsible for making a message “viral” (Pescher et al., 2014;
Pousttchi & Wiedemann, 2007).
The study conducted by Subramani and Rajagopalan (2003) suggested that the viral marketing strategies
employed by organizations are able to stimulate the trial, adoption and actual usage of products and
services, while other studies also suggested impacts, such as an increase in brand awareness, purchase
decision, sales, and the credibility of an organization (Goel & Devi, 2014). In fact, the change in the
lifestyle of consumers has caused viral marketing to become a valuable marketing tool. Past literature
has suggested that the popularity of traditional marketing strategies would continue to decline over the
years, as the Internet usage rate increases and the credibility of traditional marketing messages is being
doubted (Sweeney, Soutar, & Mazzarol, 2012). Based on the previous study done by Wiedemann (2007),
about 70% of marketing experts agree that mobile viral marketing is an important tool.
Since messages sent by a circle of contacts are considered as “personal messages”, these messages tend
to appear more credible than marketing messages sent by an advertiser (Whitler, 2014).

1.3. The Growth of Digital Marketing
In addition, other external factors have also prompted the growing importance of viral marketing.
Affected by the world economic performance and regional economic growth, organizations are seen to
be more cautious in making marketing expenditure decisions, with slower growth forecasted (Warc,
2016a). This can be seen from the recent announcement of the “zero-based budgeting” policy by
consumer goods titan, Unilever, where the marketing team needs to periodically justify its spending on
advertising (O'Reilly, 2016). A similar situation has also been observed in Asia and Malaysia (Statista,
2016a; Warc, 2016b). Marketing managers and advertisers are therefore faced with the challenge of
delivering an effective marketing campaign, with cost being one of the factors for consideration. This
has led to the growth in digital marketing strategies and the opportunity for viral marketing strategies
that require relatively low cost (Kirtiş & Karahan, 2011; Richardson & Domingos, 2002; Warc, 2016b).
Statistical forecasts have indicated that digital marketing revenue will reach USD252 billion by 2018,
a significant growth from the USD121 billion in 2013 (Statista, 2016b). Digital marketing is currently
the dominant marketing strategy employed in seven markets around the world, including Australia,
Canada, and five European countries (ZenithOptimedia, 2015). In contrast, conventional marketing
expenditure is projected to decline over the next few years across the globe, and the total global digital
marketing expenditure is forecast to overtake conventional marketing spending by 2018
(ZenithOptimedia, 2015). A similar trend is projected in Asia, where Hong Kong is expecting digital
and online advertising to grow in importance in the coming years (Nielsen, 2014).

1.4. Problem Statement
According to the Malaysian Digital Association (MDA), digital advertising revenue in Malaysia is
expected to grow and hit RM2.09 billion by 2020, as compared to the current revenue of RM1.37 billion
in 2016 (MDA, 2016). Although a gradual decline in the coming years is forecast, the traditional
advertising channel is still the dominant media in the country’s total advertising expenditure, generally
estimated at 70% (Warc, 2016b).
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Statistics have shown that Malaysian marketers and advertising firms are yet to exploit the potential of
viral marketing and digital marketing in delivering effective marketing campaigns. Besides the
country’s current economic situation, the
Malaysian Advertisers Association (MAA, 2016) have suggested that the lack of digital marketing
talent and viral marketing knowledge are among the challenges faced by marketing managers and
advertising firms.
With a vast user base around the world, and being the top MIM application in Malaysia, WhatsApp can
be the ‘green pasture’ for employing viral marketing strategies. For marketing managers and advertising
firms to leverage on the strength of WhatsApp viral marketing, it is crucial to identify the mechanism
and factors that influence the effectiveness of viral marketing, since the behaviour of passing along a
marketing message among consumers via WhatsApp is completely voluntary (Ho & Dempsey, 2010).
Currently, studies have been conducted in the area of electronic word-of-mouth, email marketing and
SMS marketing (Hongwei “Chris”, Hui, & Liuning, 2012; Palka, Pousttchi, & Wiedemann, 2009;
Pousttchi & Wiedemann, 2007), and the action of “forward” has been identified as the action that creates
the “viral” effect, while “intention” is considered to be the determining factor that leads to the actual
behaviour (Parreño, Sanz‐Blas, Ruiz‐Mafé, & Aldás‐Manzano, 2013). However, there has been a lack
of studies specifically exploring WhatsApp viral marketing, which does not work entirely the same as
other MIM applications in terms of the application interface, features, or synchronization of phone
contacts.
Factors that have been suggested as leading to positive users’ intention include users’ characteristics,
users’ attitude, and social influence (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Parreño et al., 2013; Scharl, Dickinger,
& Murphy, 2005; Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003). Some research also studied the impact of users’
perceived message values and users’ perception on attitude towards a certain behaviour (Hongwei
“Chris” et al., 2012; Palka et al., 2009). However, such research was done among respondents from
Europe, the United States, and China (Hongwei “Chris” et al., 2012; Palka et al., 2009), and there is a
dearth of studies examining users’ participation in WhatsApp viral marketing among Malaysian users,
and, consequently, a lack of consolidated findings.
This research studies the factors affecting consumer behaviour in participating in WhatsApp viral
marketing. Other aspects of the topic, such as WhatsApp usage and users’ preference in WhatsApp
messages, are also examined, to provide a more holistic view on users’ participation in WhatsApp viral
marketing. In addition, a research tailored for Malaysian respondents is essential to gain insight into
local users’ behaviour and the factors contributing to their intention to participate in viral marketing.
This is crucial to address the current challenges faced by Malaysian marketers and advertising firms.
By identifying the abovementioned factors and viral marketing mechanism, the results of this study are
expected to allow a better viral marketing strategy to be formulated by the local marketers and
advertising agencies.

1.5. Research Questions and Research Objectives
A review of the existing research and research gap has given rise to a series of research questions that
this study aims to answer. In addition to the consumer’s intention to carry out the act of forwarding
WhatsApp messages, other factors suggested from past literature, such as users’ attitude and users’
perception of WhatsApp messaging, also require examining, since, in the review of past literature, a
linkage with users’ attitude, and, ultimately, users’ intention to carry out an act, has been suggested
(Okazaki, 2008).
In accordance with the problem statement and review of past literature, the research questions are
established as follows:
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•
Do perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness and perceived entertainment value affect the
users’ attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp messages?
•
Does users’ attitude affect the intention to forward WhatsApp messages? The following were
established as the research objectives for this study:
•
To examine the effect of perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness and perceived
entertainment value on the users’ attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp messages.
•

To examine the effect of attitude on the intention to forward WhatsApp messages.

2. Literature Review

Figure 1: Typical Pass-Along Email Episode (Phelps, Lewis, Mobilio, Perry, & Raman, 2004)

Figure 2: Basic Model of the Mobile Viral Marketing Process (Palka et al., 2009)

Figure 1 presents the results of the study by Phelps et al. (2004), who identified four stages in a typical
email forwarding mechanism, which included the “receipt of forwarded email” to “decision to open
email”, and went on to “read forwarded email”, and, finally, “decision to forward email”. This
mechanism is further supported by Palka et al. (2009), who suggested a model for the mobile viral
marketing process, which included the steps of receipt, intention to open, actual receipt, intention to
use, actual usage, intention to forward and actual forwarding (as illustrated in Figure 2).
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Similar models have been suggested by other studies, with “intention” being the stage leading up to
actual behaviour (Aghdaie, Sanayei, & Etebari, 2012; Bakar & Bidin, 2014; De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008;
Pescher et al., 2014). These studies also identified the mechanism of “forwarding” as the key step of
making content “viral” (Pescher et al., 2014).
Past literature defined intention as a user’s subjective probability of performing a specific behaviour
(Fred D. Davis, 1989; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Intention has been shown to be the factor that leads to
actual behaviour in the context of mobile and Internet marketing, and, hence, affects the impact of a
viral marketing strategy (Aghdaie et al., 2012; Bakar & Bidin, 2014; Chang, 2007; Wong et al., 2015;
Zhang & Mao, 2008). Therefore, users’ intention to forward WhatsApp messages is the object of study
in this research.
Attitude is defined as a user’s feelings about performing a behaviour, which can be positive or negative.
Fred D. Davis (1989) considered attitude to be the mediating factor between perceived ease of use and
perceived usefulness, and intention. Recent literature supports that model and further suggests that
attitude has a mediating effect between factors, such as ease of use, perceived usefulness and perceived
enjoyment, and intention in the arena of mobile marketing (Aghdaie et al., 2012; Bakar & Bidin, 2014;
Hongwei “Chris” et al., 2012; Nysveen, Pedersen, & Thorbjørnsen, 2005; Soroa-Koury & Yang, 2010).
Ralph F. Wilson (2012) suggested that a viral marketing strategy would only work when the viral
content is easy to transmit. Therefore, it is suggested as being one of the factors that brings forth a
positive user’s attitude; this finding is supported by similar research (Aghdaie et al., 2012; Hongwei
“Chris” et al., 2012; Nysveen et al., 2005; Pousttchi & Wiedemann, 2007; Scharl et al., 2005; SoroaKoury & Yang, 2010).
Perceived usefulness is defined as “the degree to which a user believes that using a particular system
would enhance the job performance” (Fred D. Davis, 1989). In the area of mobile marketing, scholars
have suggested that the usefulness of the message content is dependent upon whether it provides a
discount, timely and exclusive information, a personalised message or is relevant to the recipient
(Aghdaie et al., 2012; Bakar & Bidin, 2014; Chiu et al., 2014; Hongwei “Chris” et al., 2012; Merisavo
et al., 2007; Okazaki, 2008; Parreño et al., 2013; Soroa-Koury & Yang, 2010).
The entertainment value of a message is one of the factors that Pescher (2014) suggested might affect
users’ participation in the whole “read, interest and forward” mechanism in a viral marketing campaign.
Palka’s study, in 2009, suggested that the “entertainment value” of a message depended on its contents
being “amusing” and “enjoyable.” Studies have also shown that the perceived pleasure arising from the
content affects a user’s viral marketing attitude (Bauer, Barnes, Reichardt, & Neumann, 2005; Hongwei
“Chris” et al., 2012; Nysveen et al., 2005; Okazaki, 2008; Soroa-Koury & Yang, 2010; Tsang et al.,
2004).
This study is built upon two well-established theories, the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein &
Ajzen, 1975) and the Technology Acceptance Model (Fred D. Davis, 1989).
The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) is a behavioural theory that aims to predict and explain the
behaviour of individuals. Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) identified attitude and subjective norms as the
factors that affect a user’s intention to carry out a certain behaviour. The TRA was further expanded
into the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) by taking into consideration Perceived Behavioural
Control, which influences an individual’s intention to carry out an act (Ajzen, 1985).
Further adaptation of the behavioural theories led to the launch of the Technology Acceptance Model
(Fred D. Davis, 1989), which introduced perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness as factors that
lead to attitude. As the Technology Acceptance Model continued to evolve over time, external variables
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that affect perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use were added into the model. Some of the
external variables introduced by scholars include computing support, computer anxiety and system
quality, which are closely related to computer system acceptance (Lee, Kozar, & Larsen, 2003). The
theory went on to extend the variables further, which gave rise to TAM 2 (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000).
TAM 2 took into consideration the social influence processes and cognitive instrumental processes and
their influence on perceived usefulness. Voluntariness, job relevance, and result demonstrability are
among the additional variables. However, these variables are directed towards system usage (Venkatesh
& Davis, 2000). As the research focus is consumer behaviour in new technology rather than new
technology adoption, these factors are not included in the conceptual framework (Fred D. Davis, 1989).

Fig. 3. Conceptual Framework

This research focuses on consumer behaviour in the context of WhatsApp usage, which is related to
viral marketing discipline. These two theories are deemed suitable for this study, in which both
consumers’ behavioural intention and factors affecting such intention to participate in new technology
may be predicted.
The following hypotheses were based on the relationship between the variables suggested by past
literature:
H1: There is a significant relationship between the Perceived ease of forwarding messages (PEOU) and
users’ attitude with respect to forwarding WhatsApp messages (AT).
H2: There is a significant relationship between the Perceived usefulness of messages (PU) and users’
attitude with respect to forwarding WhatsApp messages (AT).
H3: There is a significant relationship between the Perceived entertainment value of messages (PEV)
and users’ attitude with respect to forwarding WhatsApp messages (AT).
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H4: There are mediation effects between the Perceived ease of forwarding WhatsApp messages
(PEOU), Perceived usefulness of messages (PU), and the Perceived entertainment value of messages
(PEV), and users’ intention to forward WhatsApp messages (BI).

3. Research Methods
The proposed model aims to predict the factors affecting users’ intention to forward WhatsApp
messages from three main angles, Perceived ease of forwarding WhatsApp messages (PEOU),
Perceived usefulness of WhatsApp messages (PU), and the Perceived entertainment value of messages
(PEV). The attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp messages acts as a mediator among three factors
regarding the message itself and intention.
A quantitative approach is employed, and hypotheses are tested based on the developed questionnaire.
A pilot test was conducted after the questionnaire was drafted, targeting thirty respondents.
The actual finalized questionnaire, which was refined following the results of the pilot test, consists of
three sections. Section A measures the behaviour and usage pattern of WhatsApp users, such as users’
experience of sharing WhatsApp messages. Section B covers questions that measure all the variables,
and Section C gathers the demographic profile of the respondents. All the questions in Section B are
measured using a five-point Likert scale, from “Strongly Disagree”(1) to “Strongly Agree”(5) (Vagias,
2006).
The items used to measure all the constructs were adopted from past literature.
“Perceived ease of use,” “perceived usefulness” and “perceived entertainment value” items were
adopted from Chiu et al. (2014), Nysveen et al. (2005) and Pavlou and Fygenson (2006). The items for
“attitude” were adopted from Okazaki (2009) and
Hongwei “Chris” et al. (2012). While the items for “intention” were adopted from Chiu et al. (2014)
and Verhoef et al. (2002).
This study aims to understand WhatsApp users’ behaviour in Malaysia. Thus, the target population was
WhatsApp users in Malaysia, and both simple random and snowball sampling plans were employed to
capture a more representative sample distribution. In simple random sampling, questionnaires were
posted on various websites, such as social media pages and email portals. It was up to individual
respondents to respond to the survey online. This method was selected due to the heterogeneous nature
of online users, which reflects the actual population condition (Okazaki, 2009). In addition, this
approach was able to reach respondents who are able to access the Internet, which is a condition for
accessing WhatsApp.
For the snowball sampling, a survey invitation was sent to respondents via online means, such as email
and WhatsApp, or offline, such as hardcopy survey forms. The respondents were requested to forward
the invitation to other WhatsApp users. Previous research has suggested that a similar WhatsApp survey
method is favoured by respondents due to the convenience in answering survey questions online. A
related user’s data privacy protection declaration was included in each WhatsApp invitation to address
the potential concern from respondents in respect of data security and privacy (Ongena, 2015). In
addition, the survey cover letter took into consideration the participant’s informed consent, in that the
study’s purpose and potential risks were clearly spelled out. The participation of respondents was also
completely voluntary. By employing snowball sampling, WhatsApp users could be reached via
referrals, since not every Malaysian is a WhatsApp user (Zikmund, Babin, Carr, & Griffin, 2013).
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4. Results and Findings
A total of 625 questionnaires were collected within the data collection period of 15 days, of which,
53.6% responded to the online survey and 46.4% responded to the hard copy survey. The response rate
for the hardcopy questionnaire was 72.5%, and 61% for the online questionnaire. Among the online
respondents, 68% responded via smartphone or tablets, while 32% responded via desktop or laptops.
The data collected were subjected to data screening to check for missing values, errors or irregularities
caused by data entry, with outliers detected and removed from the data pool. The results presented
thereafter were statistically valid and free from the influence of outliers. In total, there were 614
completed and valid data, with 1.74% outliers being excluded due to an inconsistent response or
repeatedly falling under the range of outliers.
The data collected were subjected to a series of analysis. Descriptive analysis was carried out to examine
the profile of the respondents. It was found that this study had gathered respondents from different
genders, ages, ethnicities, marital status, occupations, education levels, industries, monthly household
income, and locations in Malaysia.
The results showed that 91.69% of all respondents had forwarded WhatsApp messages to their contacts
before, with “friends” being the most popular message recipients. On a five-point Likert scale, most of
the respondents (83.84%) had frequent behaviour of forwarding WhatsApp messages (from
“Sometimes” to “Always”).
In terms of usage frequency, most of the respondents (61.57%) “always” used WhatsApp to
communicate. On a typical day, 58.72% of the respondents used WhatsApp ten times or more, and
37.48% of them spent a total of more than 30 minutes chatting on WhatsApp. When the usage frequency
was measured using a five-point Likert scale (from “Never” to “Always”), WhatsApp was found to be
the most popular digital communication media, with a mean score of 4.44, which was higher than both
Facebook (4.17) and Facebook Messenger (3.40).
Jokes, information-related messages, funny advertisements and inspirational messages were among the
most popular and attractive messages, with 325, 321, 206 and 195 votes, respectively. Chain letters,
games, and sexual-related messages were not favoured by the respondents, with only 25, 62 and 41
votes received, respectively.
Prior to further bivariate and multivariate analysis, a normality test was done to ensure the data
normality. The normality test showed skewness and kurtosis results for the distribution of data for all
items as being within the recommended range of -2 to +2, with a reasonably straight line for all Normal
Q-Q plots; this supports the normality of the distribution of data collected in this study (George &
Mallery, 2003; Gravetter & Wallnau, 2013; Pallant, 2013; Sekaran, 2006). This result is supported by
histograms and boxplots, and the data were deemed suitable for further parametric analysis.
Exploratory factor analysis was employed to measure the construct validity. Data were found to be
suitable for factor analysis, meeting criteria, such as sample size (more than 300) and data normality
(Sheridan & Ong, 2011; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Moreover, Bartlett’s test of sphericity was found
to be significant, with the p-value reported as 0.00, and the KMO value reported as 0.945, which was
larger than the recommended value of 0.60 (Sheridan & Ong, 2011). Data collected were extracted by
Principal Component Analysis and with direct oblimin as the rotation method. A total of five factors
with an eigenvalue higher than 1.0 were extracted, and accounted for 72.13% of the variance. Factor 1
was identified as “Attitude,” factor 2 was identified as “Perceived ease of forwarding WhatsApp
messages,” factor 3 was identified as “Intention,” factor 4 was “Perceived usefulness of WhatsApp
messages,” and “Perceived entertainment value of messages” was identified as factor 5. This result is
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further supported by the scree plot (Cattell, 1966). The pattern matrix showed the presence of a simple
structure, and each of the items loaded strongly on only one factor. All the constructs were solid and
stable factors, with more than three strongly loading items with a value above 0.5 (Costello & Osborne,
2011). Coupled with the results of the reliability test, one item, coded as AT6, was removed from the
construct “attitude” and the following analyses.
The internal consistency of measures was examined using the reliability test (Pallant, 2013; Sekaran,
2006). The test results showed that the corrected item-total correlation for all items was above 0.30, and
all the constructs achieved a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient higher than 0.70, which implied a satisfactory
result and that the items in each construct measured the same concept (Brzoska & Razum, 2010; Maltby
et al., 2006).
In short, the data collected were found to be normally distributed, and the remaining items in each
construct were reliable, valid, and appropriate for the next stage of parametric analysis.
Table 1. Pearson’s Correlation Analysis Results
Construct
PEOU
PU
PEV
AT

AT
r= 0.31
r= 0.57
r= 0.67
r= 1

BI
Not in Model
Not in Model
Not in Model
r= 0.70

Significant Level Correlation
(2-tailed)
Exists
0.00
Yes
0.00
Yes
0.00
Yes
0.00
Yes

Strengthof
Correlation
Medium
Strong
Strong
Strong

Pearson’s correlation analysis suggested that the correlation between constructs was significant at the
0.01 level, with a strength of medium to strong (Pallant, 2013; Sekaran, 2006). In other words, PEOU,
PU, and PEV were found to be significant and positively correlated to AT, with medium to strong
strength. AT was found to be strongly and positively correlated to BI, with an r value of 0.70. The
results are shown in Table 1.
The data collected were for a sample size of more than the recommended 290 (N>50+8m61).
Multicollinearity was assessed through the value of Tolerance and VIF in collinearity statistics. All the
tolerance values were found to be above 0.1, with VIF values of less than 10. In addition, the correlation
values showed that each independent variable had some degree of correlation with the dependent
variable (above 0.3); however, the correlation was not very strong (less than 0.9). The correlation
between each independent variable was also less than the guideline of 0.7.
Hence, there was no indication of multicollinearity in the data (Pallant, 2013; Sekaran, 2006;
Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). The scatterplot of the variables implied no notable outliers and a normal
data distribution. Therefore, the data collected were deemed suitable for regression analysis.
Two regression models were carried out, with regression model 1 being employed to assess the three
independent variables (Perceived ease of forwarding messages, perceived usefulness of messages and
perceived entertainment value of messages) in relation to the mediating factor (attitude towards
forwarding WhatsApp messages). Regression model 2 was employed for the assessment of the
relationship between AT (attitude) and BI (intention).
Table 2. Model Summary – Regression Model 1
Model

R

R Square

1

.689

0.474
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Square
0.47

Std. Error of the Estimate
0.57
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Table 3. ANOVA Results – Regression Model 1
Sum of
Squares
Model
1
176.84
Regression
Residual
196.06
372.90
Total
ab
Significant

df
3
610
613

Mean Square
58.95
0.32

F
183.40a

Sig.
.000b

The regression model summary for model 1 indicated that these three variables accounted for 47% of
the variable “attitude,” with an R-square value reported of 0.474 and Adjusted R-square value of 0.47.
The ANOVA results showed a p-value of 0.000 and F-value of 183.40, thereby indicating the statistical
significance of this proposed model.
Table 4. Coefficients Table – Regression Model 1
Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

Model

1

(Constant)
PEOU
PEV
PU

B
0.57
0.08
0.52
0.22

Std.
Error
0.16
0.04
0.04
0.05

t

Sig.

3.56
2.13
13.05
4.58

0.000
0.034
0.000
0.000

Beta
0.07
0.51
0.20

The coefficient results in Table 4 represent the significant unique contribution of all three independent
variables in explaining the “attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp messages,” with a p-value of less
than 0.05. The standardized beta coefficient of “perceived entertainment value” was the highest among
the three (0.51), with “perceived ease of use” being the lowest (0.07). Therefore, “perceived
entertainment value” made the strongest unique contribution in explaining “attitude.”
All three independent variables had a positive relationship with the mediating variable and all three
were significant enough to be in the equation constructed below:
Table 5. Model Summary – Regression Model 2
Attitude = 0.57 + 0.08PEOU + 0.52 PEV + 0.22 PU.
Model
1

R
0.703a

R Square

Adjusted R Square

Std. Error of the Estimate

0.495

0.494

0.56859

Table 6. ANOVA Results – Regression Model 2
Sum of
Model
Df
Squares
1
Regression
193.614
4
Residual
197.859
612
391.473
613
Total
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(1)

Mean Square

F

Sig.

193.614

598.868

.000

0.323
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The adjusted R-square value of 0.494 indicated that AT itself accounted for 49.4% of the “intention to
forward WhatsApp messages.” The ANOVA results showed a p-value of 0.000 with an F-value of
598.868. The statistical significance of AT in relation to the dependent variable, BI, was implied.

Table 7. Coefficients Table – Regression Model 2
Unstandardized
Coefficients
Model
Std.
B
error
(Constant)
1.100
0.113
1
AT
0.721
0.029

Standardized
Coefficients

t

Sig.

9.745
24.472

0.000
0.000

Beta
0.703

The coefficient results showed that AT was significant in explaining BI, with a p-value of 0.000, which
was less than 0.05. The standardized beta coefficient was 0.703, and the equation for the model was
constructed based on the unstandardized beta coefficients as below:
BI = 1.100 + 0.721 AT.

Table 8. Input for Sobel Test
Values
A
B
s(a)
s(b)

PEOU
0.33
0.04

IV
PU
0.65
0.72
0.04
0.03

PEV
0.66
0.03

a = raw (unstandardized) regression coefficient for the association between the IV and the mediator.
sa = standard error of a.
b = raw coefficient for the association between the mediator and the DV (when the IV is also a predictor
of the DV).
sb = standard error of b.
The Sobel test was carried out to examine the mediating effect of “attitude” (Baron & Kenny, 1986;
Goodman, 1960; MacKinnon, Warsi, & Dwyer, 1995; Sobel, 1982). By applying regression analysis to
the three independent variables (PEOU, PEV, and PU) and mediator (AT), as well as to the mediator
(AT) and the dependent variable (BI), the figures were generated for the Sobel test and tabulated in
Table 8.
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Table 9. Sobel Test Results
Test

PEOU

Test
Statistic
Sobel test
7.74
Aroian test
7.74
Goodman test
7.75

p-value
0.00
0.00
0.00

PU
Test
Statistic
14.02
14.01
14.03

PEV
p-value
0.00
0.00
0.00

Test
Statistic
16.56
16.55
16.57

p-value
0.00
0.00
0.00

The Sobel test calculator was employed, and the results for all three versions of the Sobel test (Sobel
test, Aroian test, Goodman test) showed a p value of less than 0.05 for all cases, as charted in Table 9.
This indicated that the indirect effect of all three independent variables on the dependent variable via
the mediating factor was significantly different from zero, “Attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp
messages” had a significant mediating effect between the three contributing factors and intention
(Preacher & Leonardelli, 2015).
Proposed model results are as illustrated in Figure 4.

Fig. 4. Proposed Model Results

5. Discussion and Conclusion
This study successfully achieved the research objectives by answering the following research questions:

5.1. What are the Factors Affecting Users’ Attitude towards Forwarding Whatsapp
Messages?
The research results showed that the perceived ease of forwarding message, perceived entertainment
value of the message and perceived usefulness of the message were the factors that influenced users’
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attitude towards forwarding WhatsApp messages. Among these three factors, the perceived
entertainment value of the message made the strongest contribution towards attitude, followed by the
perceived usefulness of the message and perceived ease of forwarding the message.
This result aligned with the findings from the descriptive analysis of this study, where jokes and funny
advertisements were found to be among the top five choices of respondents in terms of message
popularity. At the same time, respondents also chose “informative messages” as one of their favourite
WhatsApp messages.
From the literature point of view, this result aligned with the findings from Parreño et al. (2013) where
entertainment value and perceived usefulness affected the users’ attitude towards mobile advertising.
Furthermore, it also resonated with the research done by Aghdaie et al. (2012), which suggested that
the perceived ease of use influenced the attitude towards using email in viral marketing.

5.2. Does Users’ Attitude Affect the Intention to Forward WhatsApp Messages?
The statistical analysis showed that the attitude towards forwarding message was a mediating variable
between the perceived ease of forwarding the message, perceived entertainment value of the message,
and the perceived usefulness of the message, and the dependent variable, and users’ intention to forward
a WhatsApp message. The three factors affected the users’ attitude, which, in turn, affected the
intention.
The answer to this research question coincided with the famous Technology Acceptance Model of Davis
(1989), in which attitude was proposed as being a mediating factor that leads to a user’s intention
towards a specific act.
In conclusion, this study successfully answered both the research questions, with all the hypotheses
accepted. The research objectives were achieved and this study has helped to expand the viral marketing
field of knowledge.

6. Implications and Recommendations
6.1. Implications
6.1.1. Acceptance of Viral Marketing
This study sheds light on the behaviour and usage habits of Malaysian WhatsApp users. In terms of the
research implications and recommendations to practitioners and organizations, it was found that most
Malaysian respondents have repeated forwarding behaviour, are willing to carry out this act and have a
high engagement in using WhatsApp. This shows the potential of WhatsApp as a viral marketing tool
in Malaysia. With such openness to participate in viral marketing, marketing managers in organizations
that have not been employing viral marketing may assess the feasibility of incorporating this tool into
their advertising strategy. In addition, advertising agencies may also include WhatsApp viral marketing
as one of the advertising options for their clients in order to leverage the benefits of viral marketing.

6.1.2. Viral Marketing Message Theme
It was found that Malaysian WhatsApp users love jokes, informative messages, funny advertisements
and inspirational messages. These four types of message range from useful messages (informative) to
amusing messages with entertainment value (jokes). Malaysian users prefer the elements of the message
rather than the type of message and are open to advertisements if the theme of the message suits their
taste. Therefore, instead of bombarding WhatsApp users with boring and straightforward text
advertisements, marketers and advertising agencies that are currently employing a WhatsApp marketing
strategy may create more theme-directed viral marketing messages (for example, humour and
inspirational) to suit the taste of the audience and further enhance the effectiveness of their advertising
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strategy. Furthermore, this finding is also useful for digital marketers in organizations or advertising
agencies for developing effective marketing messages for the purpose of WhatsApp viral marketing.

6.1.3. Message Content
The study shows that consumers’ belief towards a WhatsApp message affects their attitude to
forwarding it to their contacts, which plays a big part in affecting their intention to forward. This is
especially true when it comes to the purposive value and entertainment value of a message. For an
effective WhatsApp viral marketing campaign, marketers and advertising agencies may emphasise the
message content when it comes to designing a viral marketing message. The viral marketing message
should possess purposive value and entertainment value that is relevant to the target audience.

6.1.4. The Impact of Users’ Attitude
In terms of influencing the intention to forward a message, users’ attitude was found to play a significant
role, which contributes to nearly 50% of explaining users’ intention to carry out the act. It is the attitude
of each individual that brings forth a positive or negative intention to forward a WhatsApp message.
Therefore, marketers and advertising agencies should be more “consumer-focused” than “organizationfocused” when conveying marketing messages in the form of mobile instant messages. Instead of
informing consumers about what the organization wants to convey, marketers should pursue a
marketing message that would bring about a positive consumers’ attitude and should keep that in mind
when designing a marketing message. In order to be successful in the viral marketing campaign,
maintaining the interest of consumers is crucial, and the marketing message must not revolve around
the interests of the organization. Therefore, straightforward and boring text advertisements that revolve
around the information of the organization may no longer be welcome among Malaysian users. Instead,
a successful viral marketing campaign is one that is sensitive towards the attitude of consumers.

6.2. Contributions
The research contributes in the area of theory, methodology, and practice. In terms of theory, this study
suggests that users’ attitude is a contributing factor towards intention, which also acts as a mediating
factor between the message content and the ease of forwarding the message towards intention. This
result aligns with other similar research in the context of mobile and Internet viral marketing (Aghdaie
et al., 2012; Bakar & Bidin, 2014; Hongwei “Chris” et al., 2012; Nysveen et al., 2005; Okazaki, 2008).
This study manages to consolidate the scattered factors and suggests a more comprehensive model that
is new in the area of WhatsApp viral marketing. This new model incorporates perceived message
content, perceived ease of use, and users’ attitude, with users’ attitude explaining close to 50% of the
dependent variable.
In terms of the methodology, the questionnaire employed in this study was adapted from past literature,
and has now been validated and is deemed suitable for use in Malaysian WhatsApp viral marketing or
related areas of research. In addition, the double sampling plan employed in this study allowed a large
quantity of useable questionnaires to be collected. Therefore, both simple random and snowballing
(invitation through WhatsApp) methods are deemed suitable for such viral marketing research.
However, participants’ informed consent must not be omitted from the questionnaires.
In terms of practice, this study outlines the behaviour, usage pattern and preference of Malaysian users,
together with factors affecting their intention to participate in viral marketing. This information allows
marketing practitioners to design viral marketing campaigns to suit the target audience better, hence
leading to greater success. Furthermore, the findings of this study are useful in addressing the challenges
faced by marketers and advertising firms, which are the lack of knowledge and viral marketing
specialists. The research outcome may be employed to equip marketers and advertising firms in the area
of viral marketing. Marketing managers that have previously used WhatsApp as a viral marketing
platform may also use this information to assess, evaluate and determine whether it is a better marketing
approach for the organization.
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7. Limitations and Future Research
The main research limitation is the lack of complete data for WhatsApp users in Malaysia, especially
the current actual penetration rate. Related parameters in this study are the best estimation by
calculation, taking into consideration the latest available data for smartphone users, penetration rate and
WhatsApp penetration rate. Although this does not affect the validity of the research results, the
availability of such accurate data would allow for a better research design, especially in terms of the
sampling plan design.
The following underlying concepts can be considered for further research:
•
According to the results, the three factors – perceived ease of use, perceived entertainment value
of the message, and perceived usefulness of the message – contribute to nearly half (47%) of the
mediating factor, attitude towards forwarding the message. Future research may look into expanding
the number of factors that explain users’ attitude towards forwarding messages, since attitude is found
to be a significant factor in influencing intention.
•
The research studied the factors that contribute to a positive e-word-of-mouth marketing
strategy, as per the factors listed in the research model. Further studies may be carried out to investigate
the reasons and factors that lead to negative e-word-of-mouth and its related mechanism, for a
comprehensive literature contribution to the field of knowledge.

8. Conclusion
The study result implies that a successful WhatsApp viral marketing strategy is more than a game of
luck. There are factors that a marketer may manipulate in order to create a viral phenomenon. Message
content is important and marketers should be more “consumer-focused” rather than “organizationfocused” when conveying marketing messages in the form of mobile instant messages. Boring and
straightforward text advertisements that revolve around the information of the organization may no
longer be welcome among Malaysian users. A user is most likely to hit the “forward” button when he
or she has a positive attitude concerning the WhatsApp message. As one of the key factors influencing
users’ attitude is the message content, marketers should develop WhatsApp marketing message content
diligently, making full use of this factor for a successful marketing campaign.
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